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INTRODUCTION 
Following the 2014 Ferguson, Missouri fatal shooting of unarmed Michael Brown 
by police officer Darren Wilson, Ferguson underwent several waves of backlash 
regarding both the shock of the shooting itself, as well as the ruling that spared Wilson 
from a guilty verdict (Chiochios, 2016). In an effort to heal the community, the library 
used Twitter to inform its residents in an accurate and timely manor regarding any 
subsequent events related to the shooting. The library made sure through this platform 
that the community knew that the library would be a safe haven for residents despite the 
closing of many other town institutions and businesses due to riots and protests that 
resulted in looting. The library did not simply remain open and as a safe haven, but it 
made sure the community was aware that it was there to serve residents during this time 
of upheaval.  
The role that the Ferguson Public Library played in the aftermath of tragedy is 
what inspired the subject matter for this paper. The topics discussed here will reflect the 
ways in which public libraries are currently taking the same approach to community 
resilience, how extensive these approaches are, and how much further these efforts can 
potentially be taken by public libraries. The implications for social media to enhance 
public library services, and the existing literature that is building a public library crisis 
response image are explored specifically throughout this paper.  
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The literature discussed here will reveal an active effort so far from multiple 
public libraries across the United States to act as an emergency service, but how well are 
communities being informed that this is a possible service provided by public libraries? 
The answer to this question is explored through North Carolina public libraries’ social 
media accounts, and what this could imply about the current state of how public libraries 
are answering the call of their communities’ changing needs.  
Given that technology is beginning to shape many library services, that social 
media use is embedded in popular culture, and that users are accessing information from 
around the globe remotely, it is prudent for public libraries to evolve in ways that use this 
new platform to help community members when they need it most: during times of crisis.  
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BACKGROUND LITERATURE 
Social Media 
 Library Journal conducted a survey in November 2012, finding that the majority 
of public libraries across the United States (86%) currently use social media to expand 
their reach to their communities (“Public Library Marketing,” 2012). Out of the ones that 
used social media, 99% of them used Facebook, and 56% of them used Twitter, making 
these two social media platforms the most used by public libraries overall. Additionally, 
95% of the libraries included in the survey (over 471) used or considered library websites 
as a means to reach communities via the web as well. The survey also revealed that while 
the majority of libraries use social media, they felt that social media was only an average 
of 5.2% affective. Oddly, this coincides with a majority 77% agreement that awareness of 
the library is aided by marketing, and 62% felt that marketing also helps with perceived 
value from the community and officials overall.  
Therefore, taking Library Journal’s findings into account, where is the 
discrepancy between the nearly non-perceived effectiveness of social media and the 
nearly majority perception that social media can bring good tidings to a public library’s 
overall image and value? The answer is marketing (Dowd, 2013). What the survey is 
saying is that while social media’s value is not in question, it has not been doing much for 
the growth of most libraries (though it certainly has for a fair few), and unfortunately, the 
fault might be with libraries’ approaches. Dowd looked into libraries that had a very 
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distinctive approach to their use of social media to see what worked for them and how 
other libraries could adopt the same practices. She found that the common denominator to 
libraries like Columbus Metropolitan Library, New York Public Library, and Lawrence 
Public Library is that all of them had a very clear plan as to why they created their social 
media, who they were trying to reach, how they would reach them, and most importantly, 
how they would conduct ongoing analyses of the effectiveness of their approach. 
According to Library Journal’s survey, 47% of libraries analyze the outcomes of social 
media, and only 29% of libraries even set outcomes to look for.  
Libraries have gotten on the social media bandwagon, but many of them are not 
doing it with intention or purpose (McCallum, 2015). In a white paper published in 2014 
by Ian McCallum entitled Use of social media by the library: Current practices and 
future opportunities, the author asserts that the overall reason for this is not just a lack of 
marketing, as according to Dowd, but also a lack of evaluative practices. According to 
McCallum, there are very few algorithmic systems that exist right now for the purposes 
of measuring effectiveness of social media practices by public libraries. As a result, the 
librarians themselves would have to do a bit of guessing work, but overall they would be 
committing a significant amount of time on measuring effectiveness, time that the 
majority of the public libraries in McCallum’s study feel would be better served in areas 
that are known to have a significant impact on communities. While a lack of marketing 
could be placed on the backs of the libraries themselves, the lack of research and 
evaluative criteria is more of a balancing act that will simply take time and effort to lean 
toward the side of the risk. It is understandable that public libraries that are already 
notoriously struggling for funding do not want to run the risk of putting too much time 
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and money into something that may not yield any results, or at the very least, results that 
make the effort worth it. However, efforts, regardless of the speed with which they are 
leaving the ground, are being made. “Several recently published studies have begun to 
propose a ‘framework for evaluation,’ so it is likely that assessment against commonly 
agreed metrics will become an increasingly important part of social media activity within 
the library in the near future” (McCallum, 2014:3). 
Among those studies is one in particular from Florida State University that found 
several patterns that are essential to evaluating the effectiveness of social media for 
public library use (Mon & Lee, 2015). For example, interaction is key. This is not just for 
the benefit of furthering the reach of the library itself, but it is necessary to gather 
quantifiable data that can assess what does and does not work for a library. Mon & Lee 
focused on Twitter specifically, and found some surprising trends that could lend to the 
use of social media for more than just promotion of the library itself, but for community 
service as well. The findings boiled down to several key aspects in a library’s approach to 
social media, one of them being self-representation and visibility. Though Mon & Lee 
focused on Twitter only, some of the findings to not discriminate against platform. Self-
representation is the option on social media platforms to offer a blurb about what one can 
find, what the page’s purpose is, or simply a statement that declares an aspect of the 
library itself. Mon & Lee declared this space a “social self” in which a library is 
presented with an opportunity. However, only 47% of libraries used over 100 characters 
of the 160 allowed to users. This data agrees with the assertions of McCallum and 
Library Journal that the opportunities that are presenting themselves are not being 
completely utilized. The study points to further research done on Twitter that has studied 
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specifically how Twitter bios can affect an increase in followers as well (Zarella, 2013). 
Even as something as seemingly inconsequential as a 160-character bio blurb on Twitter 
is a hugely missed opportunity by many libraries.  
The evaluative criteria are probably one of the major motivators in this new 
chapter of using social media as a marketing and community service tool, but there are 
current analytical metric systems, albeit only several, that can help aid with this right 
now; among them are Facebook, Twitter Counter, HootSuite, and Klout (McPhee, 2014). 
This was the approach of Jessica McPhee in 2014, and committing Edmonton Public 
Library to what she called a “strict training regime” for boosting social media coverage 
overall. This quickly yielded results such as increased conversations, followers, and likes 
across the board on both Twitter and Facebook.  
There is nothing existing to the contrary that the American public libraries’ 
patrons, at the very least, are on social media. They are online. At the moment, it would 
seem that a lack of evaluative criteria are one of the only things stopping social media use 
by public libraries from taking off at full speed, however, the benefits and potential 
opportunities presented by social media for public libraries cannot be ignored. While 
social media not only provides a remote conduit that surpasses in-library access by leaps 
and bounds, but financially, it is the strongest marketing tool out there for public 
libraries, no matter how small they are (Hofschire &Wanucha, 2014). Social media is 
completely free. A marketing manager at the small Coaldale Public Library allows for a 
$400-a-year budget toward social media marketing, part of which is given to 
advertisement of the library’s social media accounts (Nicholson, 2014). The author 
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mentions that these ads have also proven in the past to work for the library, showing in 
the wake of one of them a doubling of the library page’s likes for a five-day span.  
As Nicholson asserts, marketing, while very embedded in a consumerist society, 
is a fairly new concept to libraries, the unbiased institutions within communities. This is 
likely part of the reason that their social media has not taken off in a more assertive way 
in the last several years. The Charlotte Mecklenburg Library (CML) of NC did not let the 
“consumerist” tag to marketing stop them from framing it in a completely different way, 
a way that could be taken on by other libraries in financial trouble as well. At the end of 
the day, outreach exists to provide a service of course, but to also gain support for what 
the library provides, support that makes all the difference when it comes to a library’s 
value being in question (Dankowski, 2013). CML, much like the Columbus Metropolitan 
Library, had such an established social media plan and following that it was able to gain 
$400,000 of a $2 million cut of funds to keep eight out of a proposed 12 library branches 
from closing, and the library has gone on record attributing this success to Facebook and 
Twitter. As CML put it, they were asking for support, not money.  
The CML creatively appealed to its users through social media by establishing 
themselves first. Their social media plan quite literally saved eight branches from closing 
in the long run. Part of what made their social media so strong though, was the content 
they put out, as is the case with other libraries with successful social media followings. 
“Content marketing” (Fichter &Wisniewski, 2014) is an aspect of social media marketing 
for libraries that is nearly as important as evaluative criteria, as it redefines what a library 
has to offer. It makes an undeniable statement about a library and its services. Content 
marketing is “content that’s strategically designed and deployed, using appropriate 
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platforms, to tell a story, to entertain, to inform, and to engage” (Fichter &Wisniewski, 
2014:74). As social media connects communities and the residents within them more and 
more, it is important to recognize that the needs of those communities change as well. In 
2013, the Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS) found that the circulation of 
materials from libraries was the highest it had been in ten years (“IMLS,” 2013). The 
service of the “book” and other traditional materials to the patron is not going anywhere 
anytime soon, but it is by no means the only service libraries have to offer anymore, nor 
should it be.  
A dominating trend in the perceived services offered through public library social 
media are things like programs, book clubs, reader’s advisory, technology offerings at the 
library, and so on (Fichter &Wisniewski, 2014). For the most part, libraries are offering a 
majority of some of libraries’ most traditional services through a very modern conduit. 
Part of succeeding with social media in the future means reassessing the new needs of 
communities and finding non-traditional methods to cater to those needs. Public libraries 
are moving into an age where they can be seen as valuable information “shepherds” in 
order to facilitate emergency provision (Gorichanaz & Turner, 2017). One of the greatest 
obstacles for public libraries in meeting more deeply the social needs of communities, 
whether through social media or not, is the risk that such an action is overstepping. Can 
an intentionally unbiased institution remain unbiased if it begins to insert itself into the 
binary aspects of its communities? The American Library Association (ALA) thinks 
libraries can achieve this, but more importantly, that they should (“Extending Our 
Reach”, 2012).  
The ALA has asserted an initiative to aid the homeless in becoming active 
members of the American democratic society (“Extending Our Reach,” 2012), and they 
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later added to it by assessing ten public libraries with successful model programs to 
follow, and they are listed on the ALA website (“Extending Our Reach,” 2016). Beyond 
this one initiative though, the ALA has taken a wholesale stand, declaring in their Office 
for Diversity, Literacy, and Outreach Services (ODLOS) mission statement that they 
operate within a “social justice framework,” an assertion that declares the next wave of 
public library services as being more than materials access (“Office for Diversity,” 2017). 
Social media is a way in which public libraries can now act as democratic intermediaries, 
as well as community informers, acting within community partnerships to make sure that 
patrons can have access to more than just physical materials, but crucial resources as 
well.  
 
Preparedness 
 Public libraries acting as democratic intermediaries during times of crisis is a 
relatively new concept. For the most part, much of the existing literature that links 
emergencies to public libraries deals with issues of the library itself being a victim of a 
disaster and how to rebuild, protect lost archives or materials in the wake of disaster, or 
simply remain open during crises. Consequently, there is comparatively less literature on 
how public libraries can act to heal communities in the wake of these events, many of 
which are natural disasters, and there is less planning or preparedness related to social 
emergencies or emergencies that do not affect the library or collection directly, as was 
demonstrated in the wake of the Ferguson shooting of Michael Brown (Paulaitis, Vardell, 
& Shipley, 2011; Chiochios, 2016).  
 There are certain aspects of approaches toward being active rehabilitators that do 
exist in literature as of now. One of the ways in which libraries are primed to become, 
essentially, crisis response centers, is partnering with other local organizations (Lisl, 
2011). “Emergency” does not simply refer to any one event; these events can be social, 
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environmental, health-related, and so on. Libraries are capable of healing their 
communities in different ways depending on the circumstances, and thus require different 
partnerships. 
 In 2006, a survey was conducted to determine the impact of the previous 2005 
hurricane season, focusing particularly on the destruction caused to the Gulf Coast 
(Jaeger, Langa, McClure, & Bertot, 2006). The study found that the public libraries in 
and surrounding the Gulf Coast were instrumental in acting as community informers on 
their own, as well as through partnerships. The study found that the four most helpful and 
primary services that the library websites offered were interacting with those affected 
directly by the disaster, directing patrons to FEMA resources, providing timely and 
accurate reports on the progression of the storms and their aftermath, and providing both 
library patrons and residents elsewhere with accurate and timely information regarding 
other affected locations, providing updates on their developments (Jaeger, Langa, 
McClure, & Bertot, 2006; Bertot, Jaeger, McClure, & Ryan, 2006). The study also quoted 
an unknown library participant in the survey who claimed that the library is one of the 
first places residents go in the wake of a natural disaster, primarily to connect with their 
loved ones. Interestingly, Facebook and Twitter did not exist, at least publically in the 
case of Facebook, during the time of the 2005 hurricane season, and consequently, the 
efforts made by libraries to reach out to residents were provided mainly through their 
library websites. Even before the easier conduits of social media known to society today 
existed, libraries still played a crucial role in the wake of disaster by updating their 
websites with information necessary to victims of the hurricanes.  
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 Since the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in 2001, there has been 
an influx of citizens feeling the pressure to be better informed with accurate and timely 
information as both political and social issues continue to escalate (Zach, 2011). Zach 
describes that the literature on community response to residents from organizations other 
than the public library (e.g. emergency response organizations) claims that important 
information is usually presented in a non-transparent, placating manner, which has 
caused dissatisfaction from community members about the overall emergency response 
systems that are in place, as well as that they cause confusion among community 
members (Zach, 2011; Maxwell, 2003). Recognizing that public libraries exist because of 
their endless efforts to be unbiased sources is what makes them ideal candidates to act 
during times of crisis (Zach, 2011). It would seem that the events of 9/11 are a 
cornerstone in the development of emergency services via the library, as it is mentioned 
in much of the limited literature on the subject.  
 Public libraries have a history of instinctively responding when their communities 
are in desperate need of information. Because responding in this way is the nature of 
many libraries, developing more literature on the subject and championing more 
normalized approaches to disaster preparedness in communicating with residents, 
especially as public libraries now have tools like social media and more complex, patron-
tailored websites at their disposal, is more important than ever. More literature is required 
to develop public library services to meet these needs as they become more mainstream. 
This not only benefits the patrons themselves, but it only serves to increase the perceived 
value of the public library institution. Following the attacks on 9/11, Arlington County 
Libraries in Virginia responded immediately to the rising needs of the community (Will, 
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2001). Among the services they provided, the library directed residents to where they 
could both be of help and receive help, and they created temporarily loose partnerships 
with other local organizations in order to inform the residents as fast as possible.  
 The U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) has begun to aid in 
the selling of public libraries as emergency resources as well. “In December 2010, 
[FEMA] formally recognized public libraries as essential community organizations” 
(Veil & Bishop, 2013:721; FEMA, 2010). Veil and Bishop recognize that public libraries 
face challenges in the wake of FEMA’s decision, despite the benefits of being formally 
noticed as a place that can now officially offer “technology resources and assistance; 
providing office, meeting, and community living room space; serving as the last 
redundant communication channel and a repository for community information and 
disaster narratives” in the wake of community emergencies on a large scale. (Veil & 
Bishop, 2013:721). Among those challenges is over-commitment of staff and 
mismanaging partnerships with other local organizations and government officials. 
Essentially, by acting as democratic intermediaries in any official capacity puts public 
libraries on a community and national stage like never before. With any attempt such as 
this, there is always a line of risk that comes with it.  
 While the public library as an institution nationwide is not known for marketing 
itself as a disaster response center, it would seem that patrons and librarians alike respond 
within the institution during emergencies. This is a reality that can be capitalized on to 
increase the library’s perceived value. Following the 2012 Hurricane Sandy disaster, the 
Princeton (New Jersey) Public Library (PPL) experienced a major surge in patrons 
requiring in-person services (Bayliss, 2012). Most of the city had no power and treated 
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the PPL as a refuge. While many used the library for updates, most people simply spent 
leisure time within the library. As a result of this, the PPL prepared itself for possible 
future disasters. Soon came Hurricane Irene in 2011, and because the PPL was prepared, 
it was able to take on a more informative and emergency response role as 2,000 people 
over the daily average showed up to use library technology, services, and spaces.   
 One of the major aspects to any past occurrence of a public library successfully 
acting as an intermediary during an emergency is partnership. During 2014 and 2015, a 
study was conducted that surveyed 502 responses from various libraries across 34 states 
(Hagar, 2015). The responses gave an overview of the systems in place for disaster 
preparedness. Among the findings were the possible partnerships that can aid in library 
involvement, including the Red Cross, fire departments, county emergency management, 
law enforcement, FEMA, city emergency management department, emergency 
operations center, state emergency management agency, and the computer emergency 
response team (CERT). Hagar mentions that some of the barriers in getting the role that 
public libraries can play off the ground involve defining how the library can provide 
resources that organizations already recognized as disaster experts can not or do not. This 
does beg a valid question: Why include public libraries in collaborative disaster 
preparedness when there are already response teams for such events? The answer is that 
libraries are physical safe havens (Halsted, Clifton, & Wilson) that have materials readily 
available that those affected by disasters may need or not have access to. Libraries also 
define their occupation by knowing the ins and outs of their communities. They can have 
insight into where disaster response is valuable or most likely needed. Likewise, they are 
being trained by FEMA (Hagar, 2015) to apply their skillset to specific known needs in 
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the wakes of emergencies. Libraries are primed institutions for reaching communities 
accurately and efficiently whenever necessary. A study conducted in 2010-2011 also 
showed that out of the libraries who participated, 64.5% of them were the sole providers 
of free access to technology and internet, and 91.8% of people assisted with reference 
regarding the navigation of government websites and forms (Bishop & Veil, 2012; Bertot 
et al., 2012). Given that technology use and resource needs are so prevalent amidst the 
findings in various literature, it would seem that the public library is actually an 
indispensable and untapped resource that can bring additions to collaborations with other 
local organizations that only they can.  
 There is a relatively fair amount of literature in existence that describes case 
studies and instances in which public libraries responded in recovery efforts for their 
communities. What is missing is empirical research and literature on how public libraries 
can evaluate their own potential. Every community is different, and while social disasters 
can happen anywhere, natural disasters are not prone to every county in the country, at 
least not certain disasters. The people of the West coast are more likely to experience 
earthquakes, while the Midwest is more prone to tornadoes. The East coast and lower 
East needs to prepare for hurricanes. Additionally, mass shootings, terrorism, and other 
perceived threats are not exclusive to any one area naturally, and thus all communities are 
susceptible. Different libraries require different plans and preparations, but it is becoming 
clearer that a need for plans is crucial. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 
 The purpose of this study is meant to quantitatively explore North Carolina’s 
scope of public libraries’ perceived readiness for emergencies and/or disasters based on 
their “social self” (Mon & Lee, 2015). While North Carolina public libraries may very 
well have a plan of any kind in place for responding to any form of emergency, this study 
is meant to discover how transparent these plans are. This study is not meant to presume 
any foul play for the reasons regarding why transparency is effected, but simply how the 
findings illustrate how all North Carolina public libraries present themselves, and 
potentially how this reflects on the current state of disaster preparedness planning overall. 
The study explored these questions during data discovery: 
1. Does a public library or public library system have a Twitter, Facebook, or 
website? 
2. Do each library’s potential online accounts express in their “About,” “Notes,” 
or similar introductory section a purpose of providing community 
information? 
3. Similarly, do the public library websites offer any obvious policy or 
introductory message(s) anywhere, relaying themselves as prepared in any 
way to provide for their communities in the wake of a disaster? 
4. Overall, what do the results illustrate about North Carolina public libraries’ 
online presence of preparedness? 
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3.1 Data Collection 
 This study was limited to the collection of data from Twitter, Facebook, and 
library websites exclusively. According to the 2012 Library Journal survey and a Pew 
Research Center’s Social Media Update 2016, Facebook continues to be the most popular 
form of social media both in public libraries, as well as recreationally by citizens across 
the country (nearly 79% nationwide) (Public Library Marketing, 2012; Greenwood, 
Perrin, & Duggan, 2016). According to the same Pew Research Center study from 2016, 
Twitter continues to be the most used information-ready social media platform. While 
Pinterest is used more at 31%, and Twitter is used at 24%, Pinterest does not allow for an 
interface that can provide accurate and timely information; it is a decidedly more 
consumerist platform in nature, and thus Twitter and Facebook proved to be the most 
likely social media accounts that public libraries would have, which is why this study 
focuses on them exclusively. According to the same Library Journal survey from 2012, 
95% of all public libraries involved in the study had a library website. Given the literature 
mentioned previously as well, library websites were the means for relaying accurate and 
timely information to patrons before social media was popular or considered for serving 
this purpose. As such, library websites were also included in the study.  
 A spreadsheet was created to analyze Twitter, Facebook, and library websites on a 
‘Yes’ or ‘No’ basis of whether they provided any indication of disaster preparedness. 
Some of the key phrasings that would indicate preparedness or a non-traditional 
information service included, but were not limited to: 
1. “accurate and timely information,” “up do date information,” or similar 
2. “library as community center” or similar 
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3. “provide information of public interest” or similar 
4. “information hub” or similar 
5. “meeting needs or concerns” or similar 
6. “responding to needs” or similar 
7. “public issues” or similar 
8. “emergency,” “crisis,” or similar 
9. “place of active and timely interaction with community” or similar 
 
Social media platforms are known for either limiting characters, or limiting the space in 
which one can create a “social self,” and thus phrasing was focused on primarily. 
Libraries also offer many more services, and it was not expected that a library’s social 
media platforms or websites would express preparedness solely or above other services. 
There was no particular approach to library websites, as entire pages or policies could 
devote themselves to disaster preparedness; phrasing was still a key indicator, but the 
study was open to alternative or more thorough presentations of preparedness from the 
library websites overall.  
Likes and/or followers on a page were not included in the research, as it would be 
expected that certain libraries would have fluctuating expected numbers based on the 
variation in county size statewide. This information would not affect the overall findings 
of the study, as they are meant to simply illustrate the extent to which public libraries 
present themselves as providers of community information or as prepared for disaster or 
emergency response. 
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FINDINGS  
 Table 1. illustrates the overall scope of the means by which North Carolina public 
libraries are reaching out via social media. The results show that 33% of NC public 
libraries have a Twitter account, 4% of which expressed phrasing that indicated that they 
would provide community information on this platform. Additionally, 66% of NC public 
libraries have a Facebook account, 15% of which expressed phrasing that indicated that 
they would provide community information on this platform. The study also showed that 
100% of NC public libraries have a library website, 5% of which expressed phrasing that 
indicated that they would provide community information on this platform.  
 
Platform Percentage of Libraries With An Account 
Percentage of 
Preparedness on 
Platforms 
Twitter 33% 4% 
Facebook 66% 15% 
Library Website 100% 5% 
       Table 1. NC Public Library Online Preparedness Presence 
 
 Table 2. shows that overall, ten out of the 80 (13%) public libraries in the study 
had a presence of preparedness. Six of the ten libraries had a presence on just one of their 
platforms, and four of the ten had a presence on multiple platforms.  
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Number of 
NC 
Libraries 
Total 
Libraries with a 
Preparedness 
Presence 
Libraries with 
Preparedness 
Presence on Single 
Platform 
Libraries with 
Preparedness 
Presence on Multiple 
Platforms 
80 10 6 4 
   Table 2. NC Public Libraries with a Preparedness Presence Online 
 
 Table 3. shows that out of the 25 public libraries that had all three platforms, five 
of them had a preparedness presence. Out of these five, only one of them had multiple 
platforms with preparedness phrasing. This library had phrasing on only two of its 
platforms.  
 
Number of 
Libraries with 
All Platforms 
Number of Libraries with 
All Platforms and 
Preparedness Presence 
Number of Libraries with 
All Platforms and 
Preparedness Presence on 
Multiple Platforms 
25 5 1 
       Table 3. NC Public Libraries with Twitter, Facebook, and Website 
 
Analysis and Implications 
 Based on the findings of this study, North Carolina seems to have a decidedly low 
presence of preparedness for emergencies of any kind. Public libraries as community 
information hubs is not a necessarily new concept, as many libraries have been providing 
these services for quite a while. The issue is not whether a library is capable of doing this, 
but whether they make themselves known for it and if they embrace it as a legitimate 
need worth addressing institutionally. There are speculations as to whether this is an 
appropriate function for public libraries, but the literature presented here not only 
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advocates for preparedness in public libraries, but it proves that it has been an ongoing 
function for decades, most notably from the attacks of 9/11 to present day. If the 
literature proves that this is an appropriate and already existing place for public libraries 
to serve, it certainly begs the question: Why public libraries themselves, at least in North 
Carolina, do not make sure that their community members know that this is a possible 
service they can provide across the state? 
 Because only ten out of the 80 libraries that were studied had a preparedness 
presence, this could potentially illustrate that libraries actually are not equipped to deal 
with emergency situations, or at the very least that they do not think they can; this point is 
one that could be expanded upon with future research that deals with qualitative data 
gathered directly from the public library officials themselves. NC public libraries have 
certainly primed themselves to provide this service, at least online. With an 
overwhelming 100% of them having at least a library website, they have a place to relay 
policies that they can set in place. Fifty-three, more than half of the NC libraries, have 
Facebook pages, seven of which had a preparedness presence. While the data itself is not 
overwhelming in quantity, this does suggest that Facebook seems to be the most ideal 
place to communicate and interact with communities.  
 Proportionately, Twitter seems to be the second most ideal place to relay 
preparedness. While library websites do technically have more websites with a 
preparedness presence, one out of 26 is a much larger ratio than library websites’ 
preparedness presence of four out of the 80 libraries in the study. The lack of literature on 
libraries marketing themselves as institutions that provide this service could potentially 
be a reason for why so few NC public libraries do as well.  
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 Future studies could be done that focus on the social media platforms specifically, 
whether in the case of a state’s complete library systems or even just what could be best 
for one library’s specific needs. Twenty-five of the public libraries in this study had all 
three social media platforms that were included, yet a proportionately small number of 
only five of them had a preparedness presence, one of which had a preparedness presence 
on only two of its platforms. This is cause for speculation on how multiple social media 
accounts can potentially be used to unite one library’s overall cause, or how a library can 
potentially use all of the platforms to relay different types of information (e.g. Twitter can 
be used for disaster preparedness and Facebook could be used to advertise programs and 
more traditional library services). It would seem that in the case of North Carolina, the 
data is not diverse enough to adequately speculate as to the cause for the discrepancies in 
which social media accounts are used for which purposes. However, this does open the 
conversation to opportunities that future frameworks could allow public libraries to more 
freely explore on a more solid foundation of empirical research.  
 Future studies similar to this one could yield additional results that illustrate a 
more in depth picture of what exactly preparedness presences online look like across 
other states or even nationally. Surveys can also be taken to determine how libraries are 
beginning to market themselves for this relatively new service. While FEMA is making 
strides in training librarians on how to handle post-disaster politics and resourcing 
(FEMA, 2010), libraries may be missing what they can still do even without training. 
Providing resources in response to community needs is essential in a crisis, especially 
depending on how specific those needs may be, but libraries can still direct patrons to 
resources that they may not be able to provide themselves.  
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CONCLUSION 
 The study on North Carolina public libraries yielded results that support the need 
for future research. While the results led to substantial conclusions regarding the need for 
future research, the data itself was not diverse, and did not indicate that North Carolina is 
anywhere beyond the beginning stages of embracing this potentially new service of crisis 
management. Subsequent research has the potential to dictate the need to strengthen 
emergency policies and the ways that they are handled when met with the public. It is not 
enough to assume that patrons, based on research from other libraries’ successes 
mentioned in this paper, will intuitively know to reach out to the public library during 
times of crisis. At the very least, a marketing plan (Dowd, 2013) and an evaluation plan 
(McCallum, 2015) need to be created to meet the public halfway. More can be done to 
instill the security of the public library institution as a place that patrons know that they 
can turn to. The fact that certain communities like the ones following the 2005 hurricane 
season (Jaeger, Langa, McClure, & Bertot, 2006) did turn to their libraries in times of 
crisis indicates that it is a viable service for most, if not all, libraries to at least consider 
providing and better advertising for to their patrons. Additionally, the cost-effective and 
global use of social media indicates that there are viable web resources for libraries to use 
to relay such services remotely.  
Public libraries have a golden opportunity to expand their reach and increase their 
perceived value as an institution within their communities. NC public libraries 
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demonstrate the infancy of this new potential service, but the literature on emergency 
preparedness nationwide does show that this is not merely a service that some happen to 
provide. Becoming more active and proactive in informing communities on important 
and timely issues, albeit as impartially as possible, is the kind of service that can redefine 
what libraries do and stand for. Communities need institutions like libraries the most 
during any form of upheaval. The only way to prove this is to maneuver the balancing act 
of having successful initiatives and more research on other aspects beyond successful 
case study research. For public libraries to make this next leap in services, a full-scope 
research effort needs to make strides in empirical research, qualitative research dealing 
with libraries and librarians firsthand, and developing frameworks and evaluative 
practices. 
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